The Cambridge history of early Christian literature. by Young,  Frances et al.
38 
ticulating identity 
LEWIS AYRES 
The purpose of this chapter is to explore some of the ways in which Christian 
belief and hence some key aspects of Christian identity were articulated and 
formed from around AD 300 to 451. This subject has far too many facets to 
be covered in just one chapter. This is especially so in the light of the many 
different approaches used in contemporary early Christian studies to consider 
the formation and nature of Christian identity. In this chapter, however, my 
focus will be fairly narrow: I will primarily consider how the various doctrinal 
disputes of the fourth and early fifth centuries unfolded and how they led to the 
development of a particular account of' orthodox' belief as it is represented in 
the writings of Christians towards the end of this period. One might conceive 
of this exercise as exploring how some key aspects of the late antique Christian 
imagination were shaped through internal and external dispute. 
At the turn of the fourth century two of the most imponant issues facing 
the Christian community were the place of Christianity in the Roman Empire 
and the nature of the Church as a unified body (both in terms of organization 
and teaching). The legitimization of Christianity did not suddenly effect a 
shift from a pluralistic Church that saw itself as dearly 'apart' from worldly 
authority and structure to a more monolithic body that was immediately 
willing to accommodate itself to and desire worldly power, as some older, 
mostly Protestant, narratives suggested. At the turn of the fourth century 
Christians already had a long history of ad hoc alliances with the Roman 
authorities, and we know of previous instances where Christians had attempted 
to involve those authorities in internal disputes. What we see in the fourth 
century is an increasingly broad interaction between Christian groups and the 
imperial authorities and an increasing desire by many Roman rulers to control 
and influence an increasingly important institution in the Roman world. We 
see this process through virtually all the · utes covered in this chapter. We 
can begin displaying the character of these interactions by considering two 
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